In a brief but highly infl uential study, Sir Keith Th omas limned the signifi cance of jokes and laughter for the study of cultural history: "to study the laughter of our ancestors, to go on reading until we can hear the people not just talking but also laughing is to gain some insight into changing human sensibilities."
1 Anyone who has spent time in a diff er ent culture has had the bewildering experience of hearing someone say something that was obviously funny-because every one else immediately burst out laughing-but failing to catch the joke. Historians, especially those who specialize in distant times and places, face something akin to this bewildering experience every time they open a primary source and discover a cultural feature that does not seem straightforwardly explicable by today's standards and conventions. Cultural historians are thus always interested in strange or incongruous details, however minor, because they could prove to be entry ways to understanding whole paradigms that diff er from one's own. Oddities like the Great Cat Massacre of the Rue Saint-Séverin 2 or those Roman jokes that just do not seem funny today 3 have revealed aspects of past cultures that might not have been noticed by cleaving to the master narrative.
In the fi eld of early China, one such oddity is zheng , or copulating with a deceased father's concubine. 4 Not surprisingly, copulating with a deceased father's concubine does not appear in any of today's vari ous lists of paraphilias, including the relatively short list in the current (fi fth) edition of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5).
5 Certain social structures, notably institutionalized polygyny, must be in place before one can even have a concept of copulating with a deceased father's concubine, and therefore the very existence of the word tells us immediately that we are dealing with a culturally specifi c form of perversion. Th e presence and absence of words in a language impart information about the concerns of its speakers, not because language determines thought in any simplistic manner, but because people naturally invent words for the things they need to talk about. Th e latest research --1 -0 -+1
indicates that there really are many Inuit words for "snow," 6 even if this cliché was once sternly challenged. It is a safe bet that Proto-Austronesian, which was spoken on the island that we now call Taiwan, 7 did not have dozens of words for "snow."
Th e most lurid rec ords of zheng are found in the Zuo Commentary to the Springs and Autumns (Chunqiu Zuozhuan ), the longest of the three canonical commentaries to the chronicle known as Springs and Autumns (Chunqiu ), which covers aff airs in Lu from 722 to 481 BCE (the Zuo Commentary carries the narrative down to 468 BCE). 8 Although the text does not state the princi ple explic itly, its narratives convey that off spring born of zheng, like those of other incestuous or adulterous unions, tend not to have a happy end. When it occurs in the sovereign's palace-and a disproportionate number of rec ords pertain to the palace, since the Zuo Commentary is concerned with aff airs of state-zheng can have the added consequence of disrupting dynastic succession. 9 A case in point is the story of When Jizi arrived, he said, "It is I whom you seek; what was his crime? I beg you to kill me!" Th ey killed him too.
11
Lord Xuan's disorderly sexual relations stand in stark contrast to the scruples of the three members of the house hold who either kill themselves or engineer their own deaths: Jiang of Yi, presumably out of shame; Jizi, because he is unwilling to continue living when his father wishes him to die; and Shouzi, because he vainly hopes that he can spare his half-brother's life by sacrifi cing his own.
12 Years after Lord Xuan commits the supremely unfi lial act of appropriating his father's concubine, Jizi, the son born of that union, displays true fi lial conduct, but in the most tragic mode pos si ble.
Classical readers would have inferred another grave lesson: the succession in Wei has been severely compromised, because the sole surviving son is culpable Lord [Gong] said: "Very well, I shall make another request. In seven days, there will be a shaman on the western side of the New City; you will have an audience with me through him." [Hu Tu] assented to this, and [the ghost] dis appeared. When he went [to the shaman] at the appointed time, he was told: "Th e Th earch has assented to my punishing the guilty one. He will be wracked at Han ."
21
Th e ghost thus presages the famed Battle of Han (645 BCE), where Yiwu is ignominiously defeated by Qin. One telling detail in the litany of misdeeds justifying Qin's attack is that Yiwu was asked to shelter a certain Lady Jia , but, far from living up to this obligation, committed zheng with her instead. Th e verb zheng might lead one to believe that Lady Jia was another one of Lord Xian's concubines, but some commentators state that she was Shensheng's widow, and zheng is applied in an extended sense. 22 More commonly, copulating with a brother's or uncle's concubine is called bao rather than zheng, 23 but in this case, because Shensheng was formerly the Crown Prince (and Yiwu added the outrage of violating his grave), the act might have been considered as egregious as zheng. Yiwu's shameful defeat at the Battle of Han is represented as due requital for his shameful conduct beforehand.
Zheng highlighted the precarious status of concubines, who lay somewhere between wives and chattel. On the one hand, a son who inherited his father's estate may have looked forward to taking possession of the concubines as well; on the other hand, because of their personal relationship with the father, they were not quite like furniture or horses, which the son could have used or sold as he wished. Suspended like this between recognition and nonrecognition, freedom and unfreedom, a concubine would have had little hope of resisting an abusive new master. Accordingly, the matter of consent never arises in these -1-0-+1-narratives; a concubine was simply not free to grant or withhold it-though the actions of Jiang of Yi leave no doubt that she was an unwilling participant.
In later times, zheng was unquestionably criminal (if inconsistently prosecuted), 24 but in the world depicted by the Zuo Commentary, the legality is hazy. No one is ever punished explic itly for having committed zheng; at best, the text shows indirectly, as in the examples above, that zheng has disastrous consequences in the long run (though often for the victims and progeny rather than the reckless perpetrator himself). Moreover, attentive classical readers may have noticed that the narratives involving zheng appear relatively early in the chronicle. 25 Perhaps one is supposed to infer that it was an archaic and barbarous custom, which more civilized generations ceased to practice.
Western Han (206 BCE-9 CE) princes were often accused of zheng, but, as I have argued elsewhere, it was typically a pretext, and perhaps an in ven ted one, for the central government to eliminate them and seize their lands. One reason why so many members of the imperial house are depicted as sex fi ends is that it was easier to discredit a sex fi end than a dignifi ed lord who might one day become a credible pretender to the throne. Zheng must have been one of the most revolting and unfi lial crimes for which one could plausibly indict a prince. Liu Jian , Prince of Jiangdu (r. 127-121 BCE), who had a par tic u lar reputation for debauchery, was accused of having committed zheng in the mourning lodge while his father's corpse lay unburied. He was soon forced to commit suicide. 26 In none of these cases was the female the birth mother (qinmu ) of the male; usually, she was a concubine of the male's father, sometimes a stepmother (jimu or houmu ), and therefore possibly closer in age to the son. 27 But it did not take long for literati to imagine that especially depraved souls copulated with their birth mothers as well. 28 . Th e Emperor ordered the palace ladies to adorn themselves and come out for the emissary to select one of them. Th e Emperor said to them: "Whoever wishes to go to the chanyu should rise." Zhaojun drew a long breath and arose from her mat. When the Emperor looked at her, he was astonished and regretful, but by this time the emissary had also seen her and could not be forestalled, so she was granted to the chanyu. Th e chanyu took delight in her and gave her many precious objects.
Zhaojun had a son named Shiwei . When the chanyu died, Shiwei succeeded him. Among the Hu , when the father dies, the son takes his mother as his wife. Zhaojun asked Shiwei: "Are you going to be a Han? Or are you going to be a Hu?" Shiwei said: "I wish to be a Hu." Th ereupon Zhaojun killed herself by swallowing poison.
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Many details in this fantastic story need to be unpacked. Huhanye, the chanyu 31 or chief of the Xiongnu confederacy, 32 requested aid from the Han government as he fended off rivals on the steppe, 33 and a gift of an imperial concubine-once again, they are treated like wives in some re spects and chattel in others-was supposed to cement the happy alliance. Instead, the emperor regrets his "inattentiveness" as he fi nally appreciates Wang Zhaojun's beauty just as he must bid her farewell. Perhaps this much was true.
34
Th e rest of the tale, however, is pure fi ction. Th e Xiongnu are called Hu, literally "bearded"-a sign of their uncouthness. According to Chinese sources, their custom was indeed for sons to inherit their father's concubines, 35 but not their birth mothers. Th us zheng, or practices like it, might have been a general Eurasian cultural feature, 36 which was retained by groups such as the Xiongnu, but reviled as barbaric in the highly self-regarding Chinese empire. At any rate, Wang Zhaojun's son did not become the next chanyu and she was not obliged to marry her own son. We know from more credible sources that Huhanye was succeeded by his eldest son, by a diff er ent wife. Th is son then wished to follow the Xiongnu custom and marry Wang Zhaojun, who was, of course, unrelated to him, and clearly something of a trophy. She petitioned the Chinese court to return home, but was told to stay and obey. Far from swallowing poison, she did as she was bidden, and bore her new husband two daughters.
37
In fact, Wang Zhaojun's son could not have become the next chanyu or intended to marry his mother because he would have been scarcely more than two years old. Impossible chronologies are a hallmark of inventive Chinese anecdotes that are more interested in the moral dynamics of a scene than the historical accuracy of its details.
38 Even the name Shiwei is dubious. Like Shensheng and Yiwu, it has an irrepressible meaning: "Th e Generation Is Deviant," as any Chinese reader would have recognized. Nor can I fi nd any references to Shiwei in other documents. Wang Zhaojun did have a son by Huhanye, but his name was Yituzhiyashi / (Old Chinese *ʔij-dˤa-tre(s)-mɢˤra-srij), which really must have been a Xiongnu name, because it makes no sense in Chinese. One can only suspect that Shiwei was in ven ted, and if Chinese readers did not -1-0-+1-object to such licenses, it was because Shiwei behaves precisely as they imagined a barbarian would. Obviously barbarians copulate with their mothers. Why wouldn't they?
Even the venerable legends were not immune to subversion. But fi rst, some background: polygyny was enshrined in myth. Th e Sage King Yao , we read, was so impressed by the commoner Shun that, rather than bequeathing the throne to his son, he abdicated in favor of Shun, and also made him a son-inlaw by bestowing two daughters on him, Ehuang (August Woman) and Nüying (Brilliant Girl). Why did Yao esteem Shun so highly? To the extent that the surviving scraps of information can be pieced together 39 -by their nature, myths appear, in Chinese as in Greek lit er a ture, in the form of allusions rather than comprehensive narrations 40 -Shun's extraordinary achievement seems to be that he endured the schemes of his invidious family without losing his moral bearings. Shun's father, Gusou / (Blind Old Man), remarried after the death of Shun's mother, 41 and the unnamed stepmother wished to have her own son, Xiang (Elephant), installed as the Blind Old Man's heir.
42
(As we have seen, concubines and stepmothers in Chinese lit er a ture often scheme on behalf of their natu ral sons.) 43 Th ey unleash vari ous plots and booby traps, but Shun always manages to escape while maintaining fi lial and fraternal devotion, as in Mencius 5A.2:
His parents sent Shun to repair a silo; they removed the ladder, and Blind Old Man set fi re to the silo. Th ey sent him to dredge a well; they went ahead and shut it, [not knowing that] he had already gotten out. Elephant said: "Th e merit for the schemes against the 'City-Constructing Lord' [i.e., Shun] is all mine. His oxen and sheep will go to my parents; his storehouse and silos will go to my parents; but his shield and spear will be mine; his zither will be mine; his bow will be mine; and his two wives will be made to manage my house hold." Elephant went to Shun's residence. Shun was on the bed, playing his zither. Elephant said: "I have been anxiously longing for you, my lord." He was sheepish. 44 Shun is aware that the dissembling Elephant intended to kill him (and then commit bao with his wives), but, un perturbed, he asks Elephant to join him in government: " Th ese are all my ministers-may you manage them for me." Yao must have reasoned that someone who can still cherish his family in the teeth of such off enses is a prime candidate for the throne. Moreover, Shun is indirectly praised for shaming Elephant into not killing him. Shun's patience is not that of a dolt or coward; rather, it is the best means to make his family refl ect on their conduct and desist from committing further crimes.
Literati adored every aspect of this legend, including the polygyny. For a staunch dynast like Han Fei, the legend of Shun represents a distressing pre ce dent because it off ers adventurers the hope that, by ingratiating themselves with their lord and feigning outstanding virtue, they might usurp privileges to which they have no proper claim.
47 Th e fact that Shun's father and former sovereign were both alive during his reign is a telling embarrassment, for such a situation is not supposed to arise in a hereditary monarchy. Reigning kings typically do not have living fathers. Th is is what is meant by the statement that Shun turned his lord and his father into his servants.
But the charge that he turned his mother into his concubine is harder to explain, because many reigning kings did have living mothers. First, it is impossible to judge whether mu refers to Shun's mother or stepmother. In one version of the legend, we recall, Shun's birth mother died when he was young, and his chief enemy was his stepmother. If Han Fei expected his audience to know this tradition, then the accusation, strictly speaking, is that Shun committed zheng. Signifi cantly, however, the text does not say this; it says that he turned his mother into his concubine.
Some commentators opine that qie need not connote a sexual relationship, and can refer generally to a female servant. 48 Western scholars are divided on the matter, 49 but it seems obvious that ancient readers would have had to entertain the possibility that Han Fei might be accusing Shun of illicit congress with his mother. Han Fei was one of the most colorful writers of his period, and was especially fond of witticisms involving sex. 50 Considering that the charge appears in a chapter entitled "Loyalty and Filial Piety" ("Zhongxiao" ), we must take it as a bitter attack on Confucian moralists. Th ey may prate about loyalty and fi lial piety, but they are hypocrites: their patron saint turned his own mother into his whore. Th ere may also be a subtler argument lying under neath: since Shun did not really exist, one can hardly prove that he did not sleep with his mother. As long as we are inventing culture heroes, we can invent what ever details we wish.
One point evinced by the above array of examples is that the commonplace of copulating with one's mother-whether a stepmother or one's birth mother-was deployed as a token of barbarism.
51 Within the Chinese cultural sphere, it was used to distinguish rulers who know how to control their urges from those whose dissipation knows no bounds, and also to distinguish proper
Chinese mores from those of benighted barbarians. If barbarians who copulate with their mothers cannot, in fact, be found, the remedy is easy: just make them up. Th e same goes for culture heroes like Shun. If this all seems alien and peculiar, remember that we usually do not have supporting evidence when we call someone a motherfucker.
52 And yet we say it. 23. As in phrases like baosao , "to marry one's elder brother's widow." I cannot fi nd any pre-Han usages of bao in this sense, however, so the distinction between zheng and bao might be anachronistic for the Zuozhuan. Th is sexual sense of bao might be explained by the basic etymon of "requital."
NOTES
24. Cf. Zhang Shuyi, "Zhangjiashan Hanjian suojian Handai hunyin jinling,"5:11-12. For a discussion of cases regarding corrupt offi cials in the Zhangjiashan strips, see BarbieriLow, this Mather, 364 . Th e story is discussed in Tao Ketao, 208f.; and Rouzer, Articulated Ladies, . Th e likeliest explanation of this title is still Pulleyblank, "Th e Consonantal System of Old Chinese (II)," 256-257, where it is associated with the later steppe titles tarqan, tarxan, and so on. See also Psarras, "Han and Xiongnu," 128. According to the system in Baxter and Sagart, Old Chinese, chanyu would have been *dar-ʷa in Old Chinese.
32. For some thoughts on the origin of this name, see Atwood, "Th e Qai, the Khongai, and the Names of the Xiōngnú," 34-63. 52. Incidentally, it is far from certain that this word originally referred to incest, and it is still worth citing Eldridge Cleaver's comment, as quoted in Bobby Seale's Seize the Time: "I've seen and heard brothers use the word four and fi ve times in one sentence and each time the word had a diff er ent meaning and expression" (408; emphasis in original). Seale's own theory: "Motherfucker actually comes from the old slave system and was a reference to the slave master who raped our mothers." A "(bad) motherfucker" was someone who slept with other people's mothers, not his own. 
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